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Daithi O'Bruadair# 
DBy 'PIARAS BEASLAL 
DAITHI O'BRUADAIR was the most noteworthy Gaelic poet 
of his time (a period of transition), and perhaps, after Keating, 
the most important figure in the history of modern Irish literature. 
Yet it is only now that we get the first volume of his poems published. 
The editor is Father MacErlean and the publisher is the Irish Texts 
Society. 
The first forty years of the seventeenth century was a period of 
great literary and scholastic activity in Gaelic Ireland. From the battle 
of Kinsale to the insurrection of 1641 was the age of the scribes, annalists 
and historians. The break-up of the old Gaelic order of things had 
begun, but the immediate result was to spur those reared in the old 
Gaelic literary and scholastic traditions to furious activity. Strenuous 
efforts were made to save the heritage of Gaelic civilisation. The 
printing of Irish books at Louvain, the labours of Michael O'Cleirigh 
and his coadjutors, the writings of a number of celebrated poets and 
a few prose writers belong to this period. Keating, by far the greatest 
man of all-a reformer, an innovator-broke away from the shackles of 
archaism and the dread of foreign influence and evolved a style in Irish 
which was neither unsuited to the needs of literature nor too far removed 
from the spoken language of the dclay. 
But with the insurrection of 1641 came a great change. By that 
time this oldest literary generation, dating from the days of Gaelic 
dominance, had passed away. The wars of succeeding years and the 
iron hand of Cromwell completed the destruction of the institutions and 
the social order on which the Gaelic culture depended. The surviving 
bardic schools were stamped out, the new bourgeoisie, the " Clann 
Lobuis," arose into power and influence. The reign of the old aristo- 
cratic leisured classes, with their ready patronage of poetry and learning 
(claimed as a right, not a favour), came to an end. The poets and 
*Irish Texts Society, Vol. XI. Duanaire Dhaibhidh Ui Bhruadair, Part I. Edited and 
translated by the Rev. John C. MacErlean, S.J. 
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scholars found that their literary and scholastic labours no longer afforded 
them a comfortable livelihood. They had to take to drudging agricul- 
tural labour, which they despised, and to write songs in popular 
style to suit the " boorish herd " who were now the masters of the 
situation. 
In the period which followed the Wars of the Confederation there 
is a curious dearth of celebrated names. Two men stand out prominently, 
Padraigin Haicead and Daithi O'Bruadair, dominating the literary 
history of their time. Both were born in the days of scholastic activity 
and received the full benefit of the traditional culture of that period. 
Haicead it was who wrote " Muscail do Mhisneach a Bhanba " (" Raise 
thy heart, Ireland ") in the stir of 1641, when he was a hot youth of 
twenty and Daithi was some four years younger. But Haicead, so far as 
we know, did not live to see the Williamite Wars, whereas Daithi lived to 
become their bard, the extoller of Sarsfield, and outlived them to see in 
his old age the gloom and misery that followed and the commence- 
ment of the Penal Days. Both Haicead and O'Bruadair mark clearly the 
characteristics of the transition period to which they belong. One would 
like to compare them, but unfortunately Padraigin's works have not 
yet been collected and edited with the loving care, skill and learning 
that Father MacErlean has expended on this book. 
The rise of " Clan Lobuis " and the social conditions it produced 
constitute a phenomenon difficult to explain in a limited space. The 
existence of class jealousies and hostilities in Gaelic Ireland is a matter 
generally ignored by Irish historians; yet it helps to explain much that 
is otherwise puzzling in the story of our race. The small farmers had 
no love for the grand seigneurs with their crowds of " idle dependents," 
their hunting and warfare and sports, and the aristocrats despised the 
peasant. The Cromwellian settlers, inside a generation, began to be 
absorbed by the Gael. But it was with the plebeian Gael, the humble 
peasant and small farmer that they allied themselves, not with the 
aristocratic, cultured classes who had hung around the courts of the 
grand seigneurs, or "kings." A new class of society sprang up, rich, 
powerful, half-naturalised, despising all the fine graces and arts of the 
old leisured classes. Irish literary culture, which had been so exclusively 
aristocratic and parasitic, the monopoly of a separate taste of noble 
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blood, was of course at war with this new social order, this bourgeoisie 
which would be gentlemen, yet had no appreciation for art, music or 
literature, no generous ample kingly ways, no courtly manners, nothing 
but vulgar wealth. 
Daithi O'Bruadair, educated in the days when Gaelic culture was 
still strong and honoured, remained a clinger to the past, an admirer 
of old forms (though Keating was a literary idol of his), a reactionary, 
a Marquis of Carabas ; withal a sincere patriot. He gives us many vivid 
pictures of this changing world which he despised, though it forced 
itself on his notice. In good circumstances in youth, he lives to see the 
day when learning and " pleasant wit " are no longer marketable com- 
modities. He satirically regrets that he was not born a surly boor. 
"ma trat 1 r eeanrr e ceannaiplc ctua60~pionnca 
6 btce mo teat. np &Aitear ye ruacuntaft." 
Nowadays, he sees, everybody tries to dress like a noble, they try 
to lisp English, they affect quaint new fashions, they think more of a 
well-dressed boor than a cultured gentleman in humble garb. 
"mo tauat arp cattear te heatainn6, San e umam 1in6 Ad6aIt) 
These people do not understand poetry, they love " jingling trifles," 
songs of sweet sound without sense, in the new popular style. There is 
" not the price of an egg in elaborate compositions," nothing but " village 
poetry " (" sraid-eigse ") the art of strollers is in vogue. He satirise 
the new fashion of poetry in the " SusAn Stios " with great humour 
and in ". Rt nd Cpulnne," not given in the first volume, more bitterly. 
Such was the life which presented itself to him and such was his attitude 
towards it. 
Daithi was a man of great gifts, but the circumstances of his life 
did not favour the fullest development of his powers. His learning and 
academic training, advantages in tbemselves, were so far unfortunate 
that they strengthened his reactionary tendency. The attitude of 
despising the present and bewailing the past does not favour new literary 
development. The brief moment of hope, when Sarsfield stood forward 
as the champion of Gaelic Ireland, gave his greatest inspiration to 
Daithi O'Bruadair, and the period of the Williamite Wars was the period 
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of his highest productiveness. He knew the technique of his art only 
too well. When he liked, he could write with the most extraordinary 
condensation and conciseness of thought, rivalling Tadhg Dall and other 
bards of sixty years before ; although it must be confessed that his elegies 
often are as dreary as obituary notices usually are. Like all the Irish learned 
poets, he is at his best when writing on patriotic themes. Their official 
position, proclaiming and recording the glories of the Gael, rendered 
patriotism a ruling passion with the files. They rarely divest themselves 
of their officialdom, so to speak. Intimate self-revelation is not the way 
of the Gaelic poet. He does not think the searching and analysing of 
his emotions a proper subject for verse. He speaks for his race, for the 
nobles and chiefs and clergy, and for the honour of his profession of 
letters. 
Daithi is rather more confidential with us than other Gaelic poets. 
We know that he was improvident, got into debt, discovered that 
" faithful friends are hard to find," and later is found living " like a 
Sexton without Salary in the Corner of a Churchyard in a Cottage, 
as well contented with his stock, which is only a Dog, a Cat and a Cock, 
as the Prince of Parma, with all his principalities." He was inclined to 
conviviality, but even this could not overcome his anti-English prejudice; 
for he tells us that the good minister of Cromadh brewed good beer (he 
heard), but he did not drink it, " so badly can I fetter my tongue to talk 
English fluently, so that I always leave the minister's house on my left 
side when I go near it." He lives to see the Gael alive again, Sarsfield 
starting forth as a new Moses, and the occasion calls him forth to fiery 
utterance. Disregarding his old literary prejudices against the new 
school of verse, he consents, in glorifying Sarsfield, to " strike for a while 
the free chords of popular poetry." He lives to see the hopes of the Gael 
vanish. Daithi was one of those who regarded the Treaty of Limerick as a 
triumph and rebuked others for their despondency. But the Treaty 
was broken, and we find Daithi in old age living in abject poverty and 
wretchedness, sharing the misery of all of his race who stayed at home, 
lamenting the downfall of the Gael. Father MacErlean fittingly says :- 
" Too long has his name been consigned to undeserved oblivion in his 
native land." 
Now, however, all that will be changed. Even those who are not 
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good Irish Students can learn much from this volume. Father Mac- 
Erlean's translation is a splendid performance of a very difficult task, and 
lays every reader of Irish under a great obligation to him. Many knotty 
points are solved in this translation. The introduction, also, is a model 
of careful work, a piece of eloquent, moving and at the same time 
scholarly writing. The publication of this volume is an event whose 
importance cannot be overestimated. Gradually, the means for a study 
of modern Gaelic literature are being made accessible to the public. 
People will no longer be able to deal in vague generalities when they 
discuss the subject. It is possible that before long we may see the poems 
of Daithi's contemporary, Haicead, edited and published by another 
well-known Gaelic scholar.* The later volumes of Daithi O'Bruadair's 
poetry will contain even more interesting matter, and should be looked 
forward to with eager interest. 
* I refer to Tadhg 6 Donnchadha (Torna), who has collected all the extant works 
of this poet. 
549 
This content downloaded from 62.122.72.154 on Sun, 15 Jun 2014 17:10:42 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions
